‘Because I am not a hand...’ 

There is a delightful sense of the ridiculous in Paul’s comparison of the body of Christ to the human body in 1 Corinthians 12.  Such a statement of the obvious should not fail to illustrate the absurdity of church as a place where some feel unwelcome or undervalued.  Yet the sad fact is that churches are full of people who feel inadequate because of what they are not – be that race, gender, age, education, wealth or marital status.

Endeavouring to write a short article on single people and the church is a risky undertaking.  Risky, because some readers will immediately turn to the next page either thinking that this is irrelevant to them or that it is the ravings of some irate woman with a chip on her shoulder.  It is risky, too because I can only write from my own perspective – my experience of being single in the church, and that of those who contributed to my research, may differ from that of others.  Finally, it is risky because single people are only one of many minority groups in the church- why should we be heard and not others?  It is to Paul’s image that I return to justify myself!  The human body is actually composed of numerous, specialised, minority parts – two feet, hands, ears or eyes; even the more numerous ribs, vertebrae and digits actually constitute only a small part of the whole.  Yet, Paul observes, if one part suffers, the whole suffers.  So it is with the church: the experience of one minority group inevitably affects the health and wellbeing of the whole.  The experience of single people is no less – and no more – important than that of any other group.  It is, therefore as a part of the whole that  ‘is not a hand’ that I dare to speak for the minority of which I am a part.

In this article I seek to share the findings of a small research project carried our as part of my undergraduate studies.  I begin with a brief resume of the current demographic situation in the UK  The key findings of an extensive literature search are summarised followed by the results of a survey of more than 60 single adults, derived mainly from Baptist churches in the South Manchester and Warrington areas.  A reflection on Biblical material precedes some anecdotes to amuse – and horrify.

Demographics

According to HMSO statistics, in 1992 approximately 36% of people aged over 16 living in the UK were single [1], a figure supported by the 2001 census [X].  It has been observed that ‘within most Baptist churches, singles are a significant group’ [4].  At the same time ‘single people are generally in a minority in our churches’ [5].  As long ago as 1993, the Evangelical Alliance ‘Singularly Significant’ project, discovered that, out of nearly 300 churches surveyed, almost 35% of those over eighteen years of age were single [6].   Clearly, the situation in our churches mirrors that of the wider UK population. 

Literature Survey

Baptist Union (BU)

Belonging: A Resource for the Christian Family published in 1994 presents a fairly honest picture of a church that is ‘in danger of marginalising this growing section of society’ [7].  Drawing on the work of the Evangelical Alliance (EA) Consultation on Singleness, it presents statistical data and makes suggestions of how the church could be more welcoming to all categories of lone adults.  In common with the majority of literature reviewed, there is a significant emphasis on sexuality and ethics, evidenced by the case studies provided for discussion.

The ethical aspects of sexuality are further considered in Making Moral Choices [8].  Two case studies are provided which give a very negative portrayal of single people, either as desperate to be married or ‘cynical’ about marriage.  Notably in this book ‘single’ is identified with ‘never married’.

Christian Literature

The majority of material reviewed originated from ‘evangelical’ Christian sources.  Most is written by and for women in their twenties, with the focus often being on relationships and sex (or, more accurately, how to avoid it unless/until marriage occurs).  Some authors offer single women advice on practical matters such as money management, house and car purchase, nutrition and even on choosing clothes!  

Even where the provenance of the works is more ‘liberal,’ the focus is similar; whilst a more tolerant view may be afforded to pre-marital sex and same-sex relationships, the underlying message remains the same: single is bad, in romantic-relationship is good.

This view is echoed in Israel’s assessment of pastoral care for single people [13], which gives the impression that they are inadequate.  The biggest issue, he perceives, is loneliness, which can be alleviated by ‘suitable hobbies.’

Few works attempt much ‘serious’ theology.  Possibly the most thorough attempt at a theology of singleness is that presented by Hsu [14] who outlines the historical perceptions of the church which has moved from one of advocating celibacy (anticipating an early parousia) to the present position of suspicion and even overt hostility.

A useful counter to this negativity is the attempt by a relatively small number of writers to develop theologies of friendship.  Notable are the work of Hunt [16,17] and Gustafson [18] which, though from a very different background, seem to me to develop ideas promulgated by Lewis [19] and White [20, on ethics] around 30 years earlier. Recognising the value of friendship, and its firm spiritual and Biblical basis, may encourage the church to move forward

Less than a tenth of items reviewed addressed the issues surrounding single people’s participation on the local church.  Those that did were, without exception, produced by evangelical parts of the church, notably the Evangelical Alliance (EA) and the Church Pastoral Aid Society (CPAS).  Produced in the early 1990’s the work carried out by the EA ‘Singularly Significant’ initiative, led to the production of 20 recommendations for churches to be more inclusive of, and welcoming to, single people [21].  As part of this, workshops were run in conjunction with CPAS, who produced supporting study material [22] for use by individual churches.  

A final comment on the response  - or lack of it – by churches to literature in the area of single people in the local church can be made by reference to two Grove booklets [23, 24].  Produced almost twenty years apart, it is discouraging to note the similarities in the issues raised.

Survey Results - Demographics

As part of my research, I collected demographic information on the make-up of the churches in the categories: never married, separated, divorced, widowed and lone parents.  The literature (e.g. [44] and [45]) suggests that the proportion of single people (all categories) in churches is somewhere between 25% and 33 %.  The results supported this with an overall 33% proportion and a range of 21% to 63%.  

Two sub-groups emerged as dominant and of roughly equal size, namely ‘never married’ and ‘widowed’.   There were smaller numbers in the categories of ‘separated’, ‘divorced’ and ‘lone parent’, although around a fifth of the respondents were in these groups. 

The majority of single people who replied to the questionnaire live alone.  A small number, aged under 25 lived with parents, a few lived with friends, the remainder lived with dependent relatives (parents or children).

The spread of ages showed that no one age group dominates and the proportions in each ten-year band were similar, with the exception of a slight skewing towards the older age range (over 75).

Replies were received from roughly three times as many women as men.  

Survey Results – Replies and Comparisons

In analysing the results of my survey, I elected to use a ‘traffic light’ system to band the ‘positive’ response rate to questions.  This is a fairly crude approach, whereby response rates are defined according to the proportion of replies in the specified bands.  I elected to use four bands of ‘good’, ‘fair’, ‘poor’ and ‘very poor’ each of equal ‘band-width.’  These bands were defined as follows: -

Good (‘green light’) - 75% or more of replies were ‘positive’

Fair (‘amber light’) – between 50% and 75% positive replies

Poor (‘red light’) – between 25% and 50% positive replies

Very poor (‘blue’) – less than 25% of replies were positive

Green Light

Questions eliciting a ‘green light’ were:

· I feel part of the church (85%)

· I feel valued by the church (75%)

· I feel included in worship (82%)

· The church allows me to achieve my potential (77%)

· The church allows me to use and develop my gifts and talents (82%)

· The church provides appropriate pastoral support for single people (75%)

The majority of single people surveyed find church a positive place to be. They feel part of the church, included in worship, able to develop their gifts and talents and are given appropriate pastoral support.  However, there is no room for complacency: none of the questions produced a unanimous ‘green light’ and up to ¼ of replies were less favourable. 

Amber Light

Questions eliciting an ‘amber light’ were:

· I find Mothers’/Fathers’ Day services difficult/uncomfortable or exclusive (61% do not)

· I find services celebrating marriage or childbirth difficult/uncomfortable or exclusive (67% do not)

· Single people’s needs are included in prayer (67%)

· Services address my need as a single person (51%)

· Single people are involved in church government (56%)

· Single people are involved in worship reparation and leadership (56%)

· The church considers the needs of single people in social activities (54%)

The results are again encouraging.  In recent years Mothers’ day in particular has been recognised as a service that needs careful handling – this may in part explain the positive result.  In my experience, single people generally are not ‘anti-family’ or ‘anti-marriage’ so value and appreciate services to celebrate these, even though they may sometimes serve as reminders of what ‘they are not.’  

The response for single people being involved in church government and worship leadership indicates a more favourable view than the literature (e.g. [47], [48], [49]) which suggests that they are under-represented – or even barred from – in these roles.  The congregational ecclesiology of Baptist churches may be an important factor, since lay participation is more normative than in episcopal or connexional traditions.  Whilst there is scope for improvement, I am encouraged that churches value the contribution of single people to leadership in the local church.

I was particularly encouraged that 67% of respondents felt that single people’s needs were addressed in prayers – this countered my own experience and expectation that a very low number would reply positively - I have only three times heard prayers specifically offered for single people.

 Social activities are an area where my experience is that churches often seem to focus on the family – both in the nature of the events and the timing.  The responses to the questionnaire show that just over half of the single people who replied felt their needs were considered at least usually. Age was a factor relevant here, as only activities suitable for singles under 18 or over 60 are provided by some churches!

Red Light

· Services focus on the nuclear family (30%)

· Language is sensitive to single people (28%)

· The church affirms the single status (33%)

· The church celebrates the single status (30%)

A major concern is in the area of language.  My own experience has been broadly positive, although I am aware that sermon illustrations often draw on family life and I have been as guilty as anyone of treating ‘nuclear family as normative’ in my preaching.  One respondent noted that the church is often referred to as ‘God’s Family’ and the Lord’s Prayer as the ‘Family Prayer’ – allusions which she finds unhelpful.  Beyond this, I was unable to determine what it is about language that is not sensitive.  This area seems to have bypassed the literature and would merit further detailed study.

That the response rates for ‘the church affirms the single status’ and ‘the church celebrates the single status’ fell into the ‘red light’ came as no surprise and is in line with all the literature reviewed.  I was not able to ascertain the extent to which individuals would like the church to celebrate their status as single (e.g. by specific rites) but it is clear from the questionnaires that few even feel that their status is affirmed (i.e. seen as of worth) by the church.

These are areas where the church is failing its single members and action needs to be taken. 

Blue

· There is preaching/teaching on singleness (20%)

· Biblical perspectives of singleness are explored (23%)

The majority of replies were ‘rarely’ or ‘never’ to both questions.  The literature indicates that churches of all traditions and theologies expect their single people to adopt a celibate lifestyle and that the penalties for failure are often severe.   This is not exactly a fair response when most people will never have heard a sermon or attended a study on sexual ethics.

One respondent wrote on her form ‘these questions aren’t relevant to me, I am a widow.’  Biblical perspectives on issues such as widowhood, marriage and friendship would complement any explorations on singleness – and indeed provide a far more coherent whole.  The closest attempt to this I have found in the literature is the BU publication Belonging [50] which, whilst not perfect, provides a starting point for such explorations.  For specific Bible studies relating to single people, the two works Famous Singles of the Bible [51] and A Single Journey: Biblical Sketches for Life on Your Own [52], whilst not scholarly, at least provide an indication of the breadth of single experience found in the Bible.

Dissertation Conclusions

Single people’s experience of church is an area in which there has been comparatively little research.  Whilst there is extensive Christian literature in the area of singleness, most focuses on relationships, ethics or health and life-style issues.  A small amount of denominational material is available.  In the secular field, there is a similar spread of material on relationships, health and life-style issues.  Secular fiction presents a broadly negative view of singleness.

The number of single people in Britain is growing and now accounts for anything up to half of households.  This situation seems to be reflected in the makeup of churches, notwithstanding that in churches there may be less young, never married people and more older, widowed people.  Given the significant numbers of lone adults (typically a third of members in the churches involved in this project) how is the church performing?

The findings of this research project show that whilst there is no room for complacency, there are areas where the experience of church is generally good. The results are summarised as follows:

Green light (>75% positive response) – the church is doing well.  Single people feel part of and valued by the church, are included in worship, allowed to achieve their potential, develop their gifts and talents and are provided with appropriate pastoral support.

Amber light (>50% but <75% positive response) – the church is doing fairly well but could do better.  Special services (Mothers’ Day, dedication, weddings, etc.) are not uncomfortable for two-thirds of respondents.  Over half of the relies suggested that single people’s needs are addressed by services and included in prayers, that single people are involved in church government and worship leadership and that social activities consider the needs of single people.

Red light (>25% but <50% positive response) – the church has poor performance and should improve.  Only one third of replies indicated that people felt the church either affirmed or celebrated their status, that language was sensitive to single people or that the frequency of focus on the nuclear family was appropriate (which I defined as ‘sometimes’).  These areas are of concern and were explored further in the interviews.  However, the interview results did not further illuminate the issues identified and further work would be needed to resolve this.

Blue (<25% positive response) – the church has very poor performance.  Two allied areas were identified, namely preaching and teaching on singleness and Biblical perspectives on singleness.  These issues were not pursued in the interviews.

Overall, the picture emerging from the members of churches is reflected by the views of their leaders.  However, in some cases, the leaders have a significantly more positive view than their members.  Particular areas of mismatch relate to sensitive language, affirmation of single status and preaching/teaching on singleness, where leaders perceive a ‘better’ situation than do members. 

The research undertaken has identified that whilst there is much that is good, there some key areas of concern in single people’s experience of church, namely language, service focus, attitude towards singleness and teaching/preaching on and Biblical exploration of the single status.  These areas need to be addressed by the churches if they wish to take seriously their ongoing role in supporting these members of the body of Christ. 

Theological Reflection

This project has allowed me to explore a range of literature in the area of singleness and to discover something of single people’s experience of church life.  Having completed the project it is important to allow insights from the Bible and Christian Tradition to speak to what I have learned, in order to respond appropriately.

The Bible is peppered with stories of single people: widows (e.g. Ruth), single parents (e.g. Hagar), divorcees (e.g. Vashti) and ‘never married’ (e.g. Jeremiah).  Prophet/esses (e.g. Anna) and prostitutes (e.g. Rahab), young (e.g. Miriam) and old (e.g. Naomi), happy endings (widows whose sons were raised) and tragedies (Paul’s death in prison), they reflect the diverse experience of single people in churches today.

Galatians 3:28 and Colossians 3:11 speak of the church as a place where status – race, gender and class – disappears.  Within the church, members are interdependent: Romans 12 and 1 Corinthians 12 use the image of the human body to express this.  The body is composed of diverse parts of equal worth, each being important for it to function.  Taken together, these passages affirm the single person within the ‘body of Christ’ that is the church.  Made in the image of God (Genesis 1:27) they are of equal worth to those who are married.  1 Corinthians 12:26 states that if one part of the body suffers, it all suffers.  If single people suffer, e.g. through careless use of language or lack of teaching, so do the married people in the church – the whole suffers.

Christian history shows that attitudes towards singleness (in all forms) have changed over time, swinging from one extreme to the other.  Never is there a balanced view with marriage and celibacy as complementary alternatives, each with scriptural warrant (e.g. Genesis 2:24 and 1 Corinthians 7).  The Bible shows that God has called into service single and married people, suggesting that, whilst circumstances may make one or other more appropriate, neither is superior.

The gospels show among Jesus’ followers people who were married (e.g. Peter) and those who most probably weren’t (e.g. Mary, Martha and Lazarus).  Whilst taking a stern line on divorce and sexual ethics (e.g. Matthew 5:27-32), Jesus’ attitude to family life appears ambivalent (c.f. Matthew 13:46-50 and John 19:26-27).  Nowhere does he compare the merits of marriage and celibacy; what he does do is to advocate love for God, for neighbour and, implicitly, for oneself (e.g. Luke 10:26-28).  Single people must love and value themselves in order to be able to love their non-single ‘brothers and sisters’ (and vice versa).  For this to happen, the church needs to become aware of, and respond to, issues explored in this project.

The ecumenical movement often speaks of ‘unity in diversity’ to describe the situation where denominations acknowledge both what they share and how they differ in a spirit of love and respect.  This expression seems a fitting aim for the church in its constituents of single and married people.  We must listen to, and learn from, each other, respecting the insights each brings, in order to create a church where all are valued as of equal worth. 

